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The relationship between consumption of pornography and sexual pleasure: 
results of a mixed method systematic review 
 
Abstract 
A systematic review of literature on the relationship between consumption of 
pornography and sexual pleasure found two approaches. One examines masturbatory 
pleasure produced by engagement with pornography and finds that both men and 
women take pleasure from pornography consumption (although for women in 
particular this can create conflicting reactions). A second, more dominant, approach 
investigates whether pornography consumption is associated with subsequent sexual 
pleasure with a partner. It is notable that even in a sample of articles curated to 
understand pleasure, there is more research into satisfaction than pleasure and, in 
particular, relationship satisfaction.  
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Introduction 
This article reports on a mixed method systematic review of academic research 
published between January 2000 and December 2017 about the relationship between 
the consumption of pornography and sexual pleasure. The data emerge from a project 
that seeks to understand the relationship between the consumption of pornography and 
aspects of sexual health. Sexual health is defined as 
a state of physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in relation to 
sexuality; it is not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction or infirmity. Sexual 
health requires a positive and respectful approach to sexuality and sexual 
relationships, as well as the possibility of having pleasurable and safe sexual 
experiences, free of coercion, discrimination and violence. For sexual health to be 
attained and maintained, the sexual rights of all persons must be respected, 
protected and fulfilled (World Health Organization 2006, 5)  
The project team is interdisciplinary including researchers from Film and Television, 
Psychology and Media and Cultural Studies. The interdisciplinary nature of the team 
means that the systematic review can embrace relevant academic research from 
disciplines across both the humanities and the social sciences and make generically-
sensitive interpretations of articles that use different conceptual frameworks, methods, 
and understandings of what constitute data and arguments.  
 
Reviews of the literature on pornography and pleasure 
Previous reviews of academic research on the relationship between the consumption of 
pornography and aspects of sexual health have not focused specifically on sexual 
pleasure. Harkness, Mullan, and Blaszcynski (2015) undertook a broad-ranging 
systematic review of the association between pornography use and sexual risk 
behaviours in adult consumers. In total, they analysed seventeen studies and found 
mixed results, with some studies finding correlations between some forms of 
pornography consumption and some aspects of risky sexual practice. In relation to 
sexual pleasure, we note that they regarded ‘casual sexual behavior’ as a form of risky 
sexual practice. Duffy, Dawson and Nair (2016) conducted a systematic review of 
academic research on self-perceived pornography addiction. They reviewed ten eligible 
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papers finding that people who perceived themselves to be addicted to pornography 
regarded this as having a negative impact on their lives. They also found this to be true 
for partners of people who considered themselves to be addicted to pornography. 
Reported negative effects included worry, loss of confidence, increase in shame, 
reduction in well-being, breakdown of relationships, sexual problems and perceived 
rejection.  
Ashton, McDonald, and Kirkman (2018) conducted a qualitative systematic review of 
women’s experiences of pornography, finding twenty-two articles. They found a variety 
of results; some women reported a feeling of inadequacy when judging their own bodies 
against those in pornography, while others reported that the variety of bodies in 
pornography made them feel normal. Some studies reported female participants saying 
they were aroused by pornography. Women who did not use pornography themselves 
but whose partners did, reported feelings of disconnection and loss of intimacy. 
Conversely, women who used pornography with a partner reported increased intimacy. 
Some women reported a connection between men’s consumption of pornography and 
later non-consensual sex acts. The systematic review and meta-analysis undertaken by 
Grubbs et al focused on pornography problems due to moral incongruence. They 
reviewed manuscripts that assessed relationships between pornography problems and 
either religiousness or moral incongruence – that is, ‘the experience of engaging in 
activities that violate one’s deeply held moral values’ (Grubbs et al. 2019, 398) 
identifying twelve studies. They found a link between religiousness and moral 
incongruence around pornography use. They also found that moral incongruence about 
pornography consumption is related to self-perceived pornography addiction. 
These studies provide useful models for undertaking a systematic review of the 
academic literature on the relationship between pornography consumption and aspects 
of sexual health, albeit the key words used and the data bases scrutinised varied 
somewhat across studies. No previous research has, however, conducted a systematic 
review on the relationship between the consumption of pornography and sexual 
pleasure - this being a central aspect of sexual health, as per the WHO definition used in 
this study.  
The current project operationalised sexual health through the fifteen domains of 
Healthy Sexual Development (HSD) proposed by McKee et al (2010). This approach was 
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developed by authors from a range of academic disciplines across the humanities and 
social sciences; it avoids heteronormativity by refusing to name or imply minority 
sexual acts or forms of relationships as ‘unhealthy’ (McNeill 2013) and provides a series 
of relatively clearly delineated domains of sexual health whose relationship to the 
consumption of pornography can be investigated by applying them to experimental and 
cross-sectional studies. 
 
The present study 
This article is one of a series presenting the results of systematic reviews of research 
into the relationship between consumption of pornography and relevant domains of 
HSD; it considers the ‘Sex can be pleasurable’ domain.  We chose to undertake a 
systematic literature review (Ressing, Blettner, and Klug 2009, 457) rather than a 
formal meta-analysis as there does not yet exist a stable set of questions, definitions, 
and processes for data-gathering about the relationship between the consumption of 
pornography and domains of HSD that would allow direct comparison across studies. As 
Richters argues, it is only possible to conduct a formal meta-analysis in an area where 
researchers ‘more or less agree about the meaning of the terms they use’ (1997, 214) 
and, as Attwood and Smith have warned, we must be wary of the unproven idea that  
research instigated and undertaken for varying purposes and within disparate 
academic disciplines can be aggregated to produce similar and substantiating 
conclusions (Attwood and Smith 2010, 175).  
Rather, a process such as a systematic review that is sensitive to the ways in which 
different academic disciplines produce and report on data is vital when working across 
a range of disciplines that are not typically brought into conversation with each other.  
This article presents two phases of the research. In the first, the process by which the 
authors involved others in prioritising the perceived importance of domains is 
described. This is followed by a report of the data arising from the first of the systematic 
reviews carried out on what was regarded by the Delphi panel as one of the most 
important of the fifteen domains.  
 
Preliminary work and the Delphi Panel 
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Initially, an Advisory Group was recruited comprising six leading professors from a 
range of disciplines across the Social Sciences and Humanities, selected for their 
expertise in healthy sexual development and/or representations of sexuality. These 
included researchers in Paediatrics, Epidemiology, Adolescent Medicine, Sexual and 
Reproductive Health, Cultural Studies, and Feminist Media Studies. They were asked to 
provide names of ‘key pornography researchers around the world’ to form a Delphi 
panel. Fifty-seven researchers were suggested by at least one of the Group members; 
the Advisory Group and Delphi Panel members are listed in McKee et al (2019). 
The authors contacted each of these fifty-seven and invited them to take part. Forty-
nine responded, with forty-four agreeing to take part in the survey and thirty-eight 
completing the survey (67% of those invited). The panel included researchers from a 
wide range of disciplines, including psychology, communication studies, cultural 
studies, media studies, human geography, history, literary studies, film studies, gender 
studies, cultural anthropology, sociology and public health. A survey instrument was 
developed which asked the following question for each of the fifteen domains of HSD: 
‘How important do you think this domain is in understanding the relationship between 
pornography and its audiences/users/consumers etc?’ on a Likert scale from Very 
Important to Completely Unimportant. Participants were also asked to suggest the most 
important databases for finding academic research about these relationships, and to 
suggest search terms for identifying this literature. The instrument was reviewed by the 
project Advisory Group and the research team and revised based on their suggestions 
prior to being distributed. 
The members of the Delphi panel agreed that all fifteen domains of HSD were very or 
somewhat important for researchers interested in understanding the consumption of 
pornography. In terms of importance, they ranked them in the following order: 
1. Competence in mediated sexuality  
2. Awareness and acceptance that sex can be pleasurable 
3. Open communication  
4. Self-Acceptance  
5. An understanding of consent  
6. Sexual agency  
7. An understanding of safety  
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8. Lifelong learning  
9. Education about biological aspects of sex  
10. Public/private boundaries  
11. Understanding of parental and social values  
12. Relationship skills  
13. Sexual development should not be coercive or joyless  
14. Freedom from unwanted activity  
15. Resilience  
The Delphi panel members also provided details about which databases to search. The 
search was conducted on ProQuest, EBSCO, Scopus and JSTOR, which between them 
include all the databases nominated more than once, with the exception of Google 
Scholar because this does not permit keyword searches (full details provided in the 
Search and Analysis protocol - 
https://figshare.com/articles/dataset/Search_and_Analysis_Protocol/12955052).   
 
Method 
The researchers conducted a systematic review, searching all relevant peer-reviewed 
journal articles published between January 2000 and December 2017. The search terms 
included all of those suggested by two or more of the panel members: (porn* OR 
“sexually explicit material” OR “visual sexual stimuli”) AND (pleasur* OR fun OR 
satisfaction OR arousal OR orgasm OR recreational OR permissive OR desire OR “role 
play” OR fantas*). 
A search log template was created for inputting the search terms to ensure consistency 
in approach. Two members of the research team independently searched the four 
databases.  
The two members of the research team who performed the database searches each 
created a list containing all the articles that emerged from their searches. After 
removing all duplicates, lists were compared to ensure consistency. The abstract of each 
article was then independently reviewed in order to identify which were relevant to the 
study, using the following exclusion criteria:  
 was not a peer reviewed article 
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 did not offer original qualitative or quantitative data about the consumption of 
pornography and the relevant domain of HSD 
 did offer original qualitative or quantitative data but in relation to another domain 
of HSD and not the one in focus (in this case sexual pleasure) 
 the full article was not in English 
 the article was not centrally about pornography consumption and the relevant 
domain of HSD 
The two coding researchers liaised closely during this process. For cases in which 
agreement could not be reached they brought the discussion to the whole group for a 
decision. This produced a final list of articles that addressed the relationship between 
the consumption of pornography and sexual pleasure. This yielded sixty-eight articles.  
Two forms of analysis were used; a light touch content analysis and thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). In order to facilitate the latter a spreadsheet was created to 
allow coding of information about research design, methods and the content of the 
articles. Articles were coded into this spreadsheet independently by two members of 
the research team using the Search and Analysis protocol. In order to check for 
interrater reliability, coding was conducted in batches of ten-to-fifteen articles and then 
Cohen’s kappa statistic was calculated for each researcher’s results for each batch. If 
kappa was below 0.61, as recommended by McHugh (2012), the researchers then 
reviewed and discussed differences, reached agreement on the coding, and then 
continued with the next batch of articles. This process continued until a kappa of at least 
0.61 was reached for all criteria that would be coded in the analysis. For categories 
where it was not possible to reach a kappa of 0.61, these codes were excluded on the 
basis that they appeared to be too subjective (again, the full details of this process are 
available in the Search and Analysis protocol).  
Upon deciding which categories should be eliminated and having reached over 0.61 
agreement for each remaining category, the researchers independently proceeded to 
code all the remaining articles for this domain. The research team then carried out a 
thematic analysis to identify the patterns within the research related to pornography 
and this particular domain of HSD. Researchers independently read the articles, using 
an inductive approach to identify the key ‘themes’ in each domain (Braun and Clarke 
2006, 83), with the coding sheet allowing researchers to easily identify relevant articles 
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for analysis. The team of researchers then discussed the possible themes identified and, 
over the course of several discussions, agreement was reached about the most 
important themes to emerge and explore further. Because the team was 
interdisciplinary, particular attention was paid to the differences between the ways in 
which articles from social sciences and humanities disciplines engaged with the themes. 
 
Results 
Domains for analysis and numbers of articles  
The initial search, after removing duplicates, returned 524 articles. Of these, 430 were 
excluded after screening of title and abstract and a further twenty-six were excluded 
after the full texts were screened. In the end sixty-eight articles were identified as 
providing relevant data about the relationship between the consumption of 
pornography and sexual pleasure and were thus included for thematic analysis (a table 
with details of all analysed article is available at 
https://figshare.com/articles/dataset/Complete_list_of_68_articles_reviewed_for_analy
sis_of_pornography_and_pleasure/12955064).  
The journals in which most of the articles were published were Archives of Sexual 
Behavior (N=8), Journal of Sex Research (N=3) Sex Roles (N=3) and Sexologies (N=3), 
each of which publishes articles mainly using methods of data gathering and analysis 
derived from social psychology; and Porn Studies (N=7) and Sexualities (N=3) which 
mainly publish articles that employ humanities-based research methods. Initial coding 
revealed that, of the sixty-eight papers coded, fifty-eight reported on data collected from 
a single point in time. Six papers reported data collected at more than one time point, 
and four were based on experimental designs. Data were mostly collected through 
surveys only (N=45) with eleven using interviews and/or focus groups. A minority of 
articles (N=7) used mixed methods. Most of the articles (N=42) reported correlations or 
regressions. Ten of the articles explicitly claimed that pornography causes changes in 
other variables despite the fact the data do not support this claim. Another twenty-three 
implied causality, again without appropriate data; implied causality was measured 
through article references to terms including the ‘effect’, ‘impact’, or ‘influence’ of 
pornography. Thirty-five articles (around half the sample) avoided inappropriately 
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claiming or implying causality. To clarify the logic of this analysis: whereas ‘the 
correlation of risky sexual practices with pornography consumption’ means the same as 
‘the correlation of pornography consumption with risky sexual practices’, it is not true 
that ‘the impact of pornography consumption on risky sexual practices’ means the same 
thing as ‘the impact of risky sexual practices on pornography consumption’. The 
language of ‘impact’ implies a unidirectional causal relationship. 
The analysis identified two key themes: the first relates to pleasure and the second to 
satisfaction. We report first on the theme of pleasure as that is the focus of this article, 
although the theme of satisfaction was more dominant in the sample.  
Pleasure 
Two main subthemes in discussion about pornography and pleasure emerged. One 
subtheme is about masturbatory pleasure resulting from the use of pornography. This 
research tends to take different forms in the humanities articles reviewed compared 
with the articles from the social sciences. In the former, there is more engagement with 
pornography consumers about what pornography they use, why they use it and how 
that feels. This research presents more context and information from consumers about 
conflicted feelings in regard to their use of pornography. This approach seeks to 
understand the ways in which consumers make sense of the material they view. The 
research shows that most consumers take sexual pleasure from their consumption of 
pornography: 
speaking to the pleasurable aspect of consuming pornography, and in addition to 
sexual gratification, some participants [young men with non-exclusive sexual 
orientations] also discussed the importance of ‘quality’ in their usage. For 
example, Rory said, ‘I will think, “I’m going to find a good video and take a little 
more time with this and get some release and feel good about that (McCormack 
and Wignall 2017, 983, Sociology, Media and Cultural Studies)i 
The research also suggests that sexual pleasure may have some relationship with the 
development of sexual agencyii: 
Ava also noted how her consumption of online pornography helped her to focus 
on her own sexual pleasure and to put her own sexual needs first. She explained, 
consuming SEM [Sexually Explicit Material] online helps her to remember ‘my 
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own pleasure is actually of paramount importance’ (McKeown, Parry, and Light 
2018, 347, Recreation and Leisure Studies, History and Politics).  
This can also be related to the development of sexual identities; researchers found that 
‘gay-identifying research participants perceive pornography as a personally validated 
avenue to pleasure’ (Goh 2017, 455, Arts and Social Sciences). 
The articles also reported that, while consumers take pleasure from the consumption of 
pornography, this can be conflicted, especially amongst women. Several articles, from 
social sciences and humanities, noted a tension between the sexual pleasure that 
women take from pornography and wider cultural discourses: 
Although Julia acknowledges the pleasurable sexual stimulation that pornography 
offers, she strives to restrict her personal porn use, as it clashes with the accepted 
cultural script of being ‘a good girl’. It seems that awareness of these cultural 
scripts causes more distress to Julia than the actual pornographic content she 
consumes (Spišák 2017, 365, Media Studies)  
Women’s enjoyment of porn, in particular, poses ideological and aesthetic 
dilemmas … their pleasures are difficult to reconcile with their reservations 
(Gurevich et al. 2017, 577, Psychology, Sexuality Hub: Integrating Feminist 
Theory). 
The coders noted that articles in this subtheme tend to focus on women and gay men as 
consumers of pornography. By contrast, research with heterosexual men 
overwhelmingly presents their use of porn – and indeed we might say, heterosexual 
masculinity itself – as a risk. The sample includes no articles that seek to find out 
whether pornography can serve to increase heterosexual men’s experience of sexual 
pleasure.   
When articles from the social sciences do focus on masturbatory pleasure they tend to 
avoid the term ‘pleasure’ and instead talk about ‘arousal’. These articles generally find 
that participants are ‘aroused’ by pornography (Lofgren-Martenson and Mansson 2010, 
Reid et al. 2011, Laier, Schulte, and Brand 2013),  are more ‘aroused’ by pornography 
than by neutral films (Glascock 2005, Staley and Prause 2013), and that men are more 
‘aroused’ by pornography than women (Glascock 2005, Lofgren-Martenson and 
Mansson 2010). They find pornography is ‘used’ for purposes including masturbation, 
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mood management, entertainment when bored, and as a contributor to sexual practice 
with a partner (Paul and Shim 2008, Sun et al. 2016). 
A second subtheme – which is more prevalent in articles from the social sciences - is not 
about the (masturbatory) pleasure that results from consuming pornography, but is 
rather concerned about how the use of pornography is related to later (non-
pornographic) sexual pleasure between people; that is to say, if someone uses 
pornography for masturbation, does this subsequently (or consequently) have an 
impact on their sexual pleasure with another person? Research falling within this 
subtheme takes a media effects approach (Bryant and Oliver 2008) to understand the 
relationship between pornography and pleasure and tends to position pleasure as a 
subfactor in relationship/marital satisfaction. These articles are discussed in more 
detail under the theme of ‘Satisfaction’ below.  
It is of interest that some of the articles reviewed – primarily from the social sciences - 
see pleasure itself as risky, or even negative. We can see this, for example, in articles 
which view masturbation with suspicion: 
Previous research illustrates that some pornography use may be ‘autoerotic 
sexuality’ where one has a sexual experience through masturbation. These 
autoerotic sexual experiences through pornography use may potentially shape an 
individual’s attitudes that sex is primarily to extend your own pleasure and is 
strictly physical (Brown, Conner, and Vennum 2017, 468, Family Studies and 
Human Services: Marriage and Family Therapy, Community, Family and Addiction 
Sciences: Marriage and Family Services; Human Services: Addiction Counseling 
Program)  
Satisfaction 
Although our focus in the search and analysis was primarily on pornography use and 
pleasure, our systematic review revealed that this was not the most important theme in 
the sample. In fact, the articles – and particularly articles from the social sciences – 
focused less on pleasure and more on satisfaction. 
Many articles in the sample gathered data about satisfaction using, between them, 
thirteen separate scales to measure ‘sexual satisfaction’, ‘couples satisfaction’ and 
‘marital satisfaction’. By contrast, no scales were used to measure sexual pleasure. 
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Articles in this same category also discussed ‘relationship satisfaction’ and ‘dyadic 
adjustment’. Other articles are not explicitly about relationship satisfaction, but 
implicitly link sex with relationships. These articles draw on satisfaction scales which 
are labelled as measuring ‘sexual satisfaction’ but which ask questions which firmly 
position sexual practice within couple-based (and implicitly monogamous) 
relationships, asking more about relationship quality than sexual pleasure. For example, 
the Golombok-Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction (Rust and Golombok 1985) asks 
‘Are you dissatisfied with the amount of variety in your sex life with your partner?’ 
(emphasis added in all quotations); the Global Measure of Sexual Satisfaction (Lawrance 
and Byers 1995) is ‘used to assess global satisfaction with various aspects of the sexual 
relationship’; the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (Butler, Holm, and Ferraro 2011) 
includes statements such as ‘I wish that my partner would be more 
experimental/adventurous during sexual activity’; the Multidimensional Sexuality 
Questionnaire (Snell, Fisher, and Walters 1993) includes the item “My sexual 
relationship is very good compared to most”. Only two of the scales used ask about 
sexual pleasure independent of intimacy, a dyadic relationship or marriage. The Arizona 
Sexual Experiences Scale (McGahuey et al. 2000) asks about ‘sex drive, arousal, vaginal 
lubrication/penile erection, ability to reach orgasm, satisfaction from orgasm, and pain 
during sex’ – although it is notable that the same authors also feel the need, at the same 
time, to use ‘the Sexual Compulsivity Scale (Kalichman 2010) and the Sexual Avoidance 
Subscale of the Sexual Aversion Scale (Katz et al. 1989)’, ensuring that the question of 
sexual pleasure as risk is also present (see below). Snell’s Index of Sexual Satisfaction 
(Snell, Fisher, and Walters 1993) measures ‘the way in which one’s sexual needs are 
being met, the degree in which one feels sexually fulfilled, and the appraisal of whether 
something is presently missing in one’s sexual life’. Only research from the social 
sciences wrote about satisfaction; it was not mentioned in humanities research. The 
relationship between relationship satisfaction or marital satisfaction and sexual 
pleasure per se is not made explicit in any article in the sample.  
Twenty-one articles in the sample addressed sexual satisfaction, eleven addressed 
relationship satisfaction and five addressed marital satisfaction. In total, thirty-seven 
articles in the sample – more than half – addressed some kind of satisfaction. 
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One subtheme of writing about satisfaction was that ‘Higher frequencies of SEM use 
were associated with less sexual and relationship satisfaction’ (Morgan 2011, 520).  
Several articles in the sample were interested in this topic and provided similar findings 
(Stewart and Szymanski 2012, Poulsen, Busby, and Galovan 2013, Perry 2016). There is 
confusion in the articles analysed about the role of causality in this association. Even 
within a single article authors can move between a rigorous recognition that causality 
cannot be assumed; and attempts to assume causality. For example, Morgan writes:  
It is important to recognize that SEM viewing frequency either could contribute 
to lower sexual and relationship satisfaction or a non-satisfying sex-life or 
relationship might contribute to more frequent SEM viewing (Morgan 2011, 528, 
Psychology).  
But, on the same page, she also writes: 
This difference could reflect a disconnect between their preferences and their 
actual sexual and relationship experiences, suggesting that SEM viewing may 
indeed set up young adults to expect unrealistic sexual encounters (528).  
Many articles in the sample claim or imply causality where they have in fact only 
demonstrated association: 
It appears that pornography has a negative impact on love and marital 
satisfaction. The results indicated that love and marital satisfaction had a 
significant negative relationship with pornography (Fadaki and Amani 2015, 245, 
Psychiatry, Psychology).  
The data was consistent with the notion that more gender role conflict leads to 
more anxious and avoidant attachment styles which in turn lead to more 
pornography use which in turn leads to less relationship quality and less sexual 
satisfaction (Szymanski and Stewart-Richardson 2014, 76Psychology).  
Within this subtheme, researchers also examined the role of a number of intervening 
variables in the relationship between pornography use and relationship satisfaction, 
including ‘discrepancies’ between partners in pornography use rather than simply 
frequencies of pornography consumption (Willoughby et al. 2016), attachment styles 
(Gouvernet et al. 2017) and religiosity (Perry 2016). 
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Discussion and suggestions for future research 
The results of this systematic review demonstrate the difficulty of integrating research 
findings from different academic disciplines even when they address the same object of 
study. All of the articles reviewed addressed, in some form, the question of pornography 
and pleasure; but the different disciplines involved did so in different ways. As we note 
above, some of the articles discussed ‘pleasure’; but others used the language of 
‘arousal’. These terms represent different lenses through which the sexual experience 
involved in pornography use is viewed.  While people have and enjoy pleasure, and 
pleasure is an important part of healthy sexual development, they do not have or enjoy 
‘arousal’, and ‘arousal’ has not been identified as a part of healthy sexual development. 
This difference in language points to the different theoretical traditions and research 
agendas that converge in the field of porn studies. Different disciplines, our results 
suggest, are asking different questions about the effects of pornography. For some 
research traditions, pleasure is something that is seen as worthwhile and important, 
and research should explore the function and nature of pleasure, as well as ways in 
which it can be maximised. For other traditions of research, pleasure is not visible. In 
social psychology for example, ‘arousal’ is a common and long-standing term. It is also 
interesting to note that in social psychology, arousal is not a straightforwardly positive 
term – indeed, in studies of aggression, arousal can be seen as risky and even something 
to be avoided. In terms of our larger project that aims to synthesise existing knowledge 
about the effects of pornography across academic disciplines this finding suggests that 
it will be necessary for each domain of Healthy Sexual Development to broker dialogue 
between researchers from different disciplines who may not agree on even the most 
fundamental axioms of terminology and value judgements. This finding reinforces the 
importance of starting research on the effects of pornography by reaching an agreement 
on what counts as Healthy Sexual Development.  
We would also suggest that the focus on relationships rather than on pleasure in the 
articles we reviewed is part of an orientation in this academic research towards Rubin’s 
‘charmed circle’ (Rubin 1992, 281) of practices that it names as ‘good’, whereby,  
Sexuality that is ‘good’, ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ should ideally be heterosexual, 
marital, monogamous, reproductive and non-commercial. It should be coupled, 
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relational, within the same generation, and occur at home. It should not involve 
pornography, fetish objects, sex toys of any sort (280-1) 
Relationship-focused research is grounded in the dominant sexual ideology, as 
characterized by Rubin, which places a premium on married, or at least, coupled sex. 
Conversely, this approach to sexuality devalues sex that is unmarried, casual, non-
procreative, commercial, in groups, cross-generational, in public, uses pornography, 
involves manufactured objects, or is sadomasochistic, for example. Rubin argues 
strongly that favouring dominant forms of sexuality over their marginalised 
counterparts is not scientific or natural, but rather that these ‘hierarchies of sexual 
value’: 
function in much the same ways as do ideological systems of racism, 
ethnocentrism and religious chauvinism. They rationalize the well-being of the 
sexually privileged and the adversity of the sexual rabble (280).  
Rubin also draws attention to the fact that the production of such hierarchies is 
imbricated in ‘sex negativity’ – the tendency to treat sex with suspicion and regard it as 
requiring excuses such as love or marriage. We argue that the articles in this sample - 
which privilege relationship quality over sexual pleasure - are taking a ‘charmed circle’ 
approach. They are not interested in whether the consumption of pornography leads to 
more masturbatory sexual pleasure; they are interested rather in the association 
between the consumption of pornography and marital/relationship/coupled 
satisfaction.  
We note that we can say nothing about the intention of any of the individual researchers 
working in this area. Rather we are drawing attention to the ways in which these 
discourses function to approach aspects of sexuality in different ways. 
Although it did not produce enough data to be presented for analysis in a separate 
section, the coders also noted that the next most common theme after pleasure and 
satisfaction was ‘risk’. Mentions of risk appeared in the majority of articles considered 
(44 out of 68), suggesting that pornography’s pleasure is often considered as being 
located within a risk framework. Mentions of risk were coded into sub-themes, with the 
most common being ‘risky sexual behaviours’ (or ‘sexual risk behaviours’). This can 
refer to particular sexual acts depicted in pornography (e.g. unprotected anal 
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intercourse), or sexual behaviours of pornography users, potentially influenced by porn 
use (including ‘casual sex’ and having multiple partners). Other risks commonly 
discussed include pornography addiction, HIV/STI transmission risks, sexual abuse or 
aggression, and the gendered risks of pornography (specifically the social risks to 
women who engage with pornography). Some concern was also raised about 
pornography users ‘modelling risk behaviours’ or learning about sex through 
pornography. Finally, several studies suggested that the internet itself was risky for 
providing easy access to pornography. 
We noted above that articles about pornography and pleasure tend to focus on women 
and gay men as consumers while research with heterosexual men tends to present their 
use of porn as a risk. This reflects the disparate traditions and theoretical paradigms in 
porn research, and the fact that different questions tend to be asked concerning 
different populations. Traditional ‘effects’ research focuses on heterosexual men, and is 
concerned with ‘risk,’ whereas research on women and gay men enquires into the 
subjective experience of porn consumption, and centres questions of sexual agency and 
sexual identity development. This is related to the fact that women and men are 
positioned differently in respect to pornography, and with the differing functions that 
porn fulfils in the lives of gay and straight men. 
For future research we note that researchers must be scrupulous not to conflate 
correlation and causality when discussing the relationship between aspects of Healthy 
Sexual Development and the consumption of pornography. We encourage researchers 
to focus on the relationship between pornography consumption and sexual pleasure – 
this is a vital part of Healthy Sexual Development. In particular it will be interesting to 
find out more about heterosexual men’s sexual pleasure in relation to pornography use, 
perhaps asking some of the questions that have previously been asked of women and 
gay men’s pornography use. We also hope that more researchers in the future will avoid 
the “charmed circle” approach, and will recognise that non-normative sexual practices 
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As with every systematic review, it is possible that relevant articles have been omitted 
because they did not appear in the searches, despite the advice of the Delphi panel and 
the use of extensive databases for the searches. It is also possible that the search terms 
used were not entirely exhaustive. As always, there is a tension between the epistemic 
values of replicability and exhaustiveness (Fallis 2008, 1668). 
Because this systematic review focused only on journal articles published in English 
within a specific timeframe (January 2000 - December 2017), books, book chapters, 
unpublished materials, material published not in English and material published before 
January 2000 and after December 2017 are by default excluded. In regard to the earlier 
date, it was intended that the cumulative nature of academic research should mean that 
the findings of earlier work will inform the articles that were included; in regard to the 
later date, it was necessary to set a final date otherwise it would be impossible to 
finalise the analysis. 
 
Conclusion 
Humanities and social sciences approaches to exploring the relationships between 
pornography and pleasure show distinct variations; while the former tend to value 
pleasure in its own right, the latter tend to confound pleasure with relationship 
maintenance and risk. This has implications for young people’s understanding of 
positive sex and healthy sexual development, as well as posing immense challenges for 
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i In order to allow readers to see how responses are distributed across humanities and 
social sciences disciplines we have identified the departmental affiliation of researchers 
from whose work we quote, as indicated in the articles. 
 
ii ‘Sexual agency refers here to an individual’s feelings of empowerment within the 
sexual domain. That is, sexual agency provides a sense that an individual has the right to 
create and take action on his or her own behalf, to make sexual choices, and to meet his 




                                                     
